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This latest offering from the most prolific figure in 21st century philosophy of language is required reading for all serious scholars of reference and content. It is a solid piece of work addressed to a significant recent trend. The following passage cuts to the core of the issue:
As I see it, … two-dimensionalism is, at bottom, an attempt to accommodate many of Kripke’s most persuasive arguments and examples, while avoiding the deepest and most important consequences of his work. Particularly important are his nondescriptive treatments of names and natural kind terms, his implicit recognition of the nonreducibility of epistemic possibility to metaphysical possibility, and his robust conception of the necessary a posteriori, based on substantive metaphysical doctrines. …[T]wo-dimensionalism is devoted to revising, and diminishing, these central Kripkean legacies … (p.54)

Ever the tireless soldier for Kripke’s revolution, Soames will have none of it. 


Two-dimensionalism stems from independent responses by Evans and Stalnaker to what I will call “the Kripke cases” (i.e., the provocative alleged cases of contingent a priori or necessary a posteriori statements). In different ways, Evans and Stalnaker both attempt to show that there is no specific semantic entity that is at once both contingent and a priori in the case of (say) ‘Julius invented the zip’ (or: that no specific semantic entity is at once both necessary and a posteriori in the case of (say) ‘Hesperus is Phosphorus’). At the root lies the notion that the Kripke cases involve subtle equivocation between two different semantic entities or dimensions.

In the ensuing years, and particularly in the hands of subversive Australians Chalmers and Jackson, this strategy has developed into a dangerous counter-revolutionary menace. Soames’ primary target in this work is their attempt to employ the two-dimensionalist strategy toward the end of reviving theories that Soames takes to be outdated and repugnant—including especially the unholy trinity of “descriptivism in the philosophy of language, internalism in the philosophy of mind, and some version of conceptualism in our understanding of modality” (p.329). 

The book consists of eleven chapters organized into four parts. Part One: “The Revolt against Descriptivism” contains one short chapter on descriptivism and one longer one on the anti-descriptivist considerations which were so forcefully pressed by Donnellan, Kaplan, Kripke, and Putnam. Part Two: “Descriptivist Resistance: The Origins of Ambitious Two-Dimensionalism” contains four chapters. Chapter 3 articulates some of the reasons why one would resist the anti-descriptivist revolution, and Chapter 4 is a thorough discussion of certain passages from the classic texts of Kripke and Kaplan which seem to suggest or endorse two-dimensionalism. (At pp. 43-4, Soames distinguishes ‘benign’ from ‘ambitious’ two-dimensionalism. Kaplan’s character/content distinction, for example, is benign two-dimensionalism; but to try to use Kaplan’s distinction to explain away the Kripke cases, or to defend descriptivism, would be to cross the threshold into ambitious two-dimensionalism.) Chapters 5 and 6 are critical analyses of the two most important early strands of two-dimensionalist research: namely, Stalnaker’s notion of diagonal propositions and Davies & Humberstone’s formalization and further development of Evans’ distinction between deep and superficial necessity. Part Three: “Ambitious Two-Dimensionalism” is the heart of the book, its raison d’être. In four chapters, stretched over 200 pages, Soames attempts to refute almost everything Chalmers or Jackson have said in the last ten years about reference, content, and modality. Finally, Part Four: “The Way Forward” contains a 30-page selective assessment of the present prospects and research programs within the anti-descriptivist camp.

It simply cannot be denied that Soames mounts a considerable case against ambitious two-dimensionalism. The ball is now in Chalmers’ and Jackson’s court, and they have their work cut out for them. As we beneficiaries of Soames’ work have come to expect, he is tenacious and thorough—Soames painstakingly divides up the central theses from the ancillary corollaries, traces out their entailments, and then amasses a battery of counter-arguments. However—and again, as we beneficiaries of Soames’ work have come to expect—Soames’ polemics can be tendentious and partisan. The reader is likely to be struck by some of the things that Soames does not feel compelled to support by argument. For example, the relations between, on the one hand, the strong case against descriptivist theories of proper names and natural kind terms, and, on the other, the categorical untenablity of any remotely internalist thesis about reference or content, are presumed, not argued for. The best one gets here is the implicit assumption that internalism has been proven obsolete (cf., e.g., pp. 80, 103, 330, 346). Especially given Soames’ evident zeal for and skill with detailed argumentation, the lack of argument on this front is glaring. Further, as work by Loar, Mercier, Segal, and others demonstrates, these presumed relations are far from obvious, once subjected to critical questions.

Another minor flaw concerns oversimplifications in Soames’ organizing narrative. Toward the end of a good dramatic theme, he forces anyone with any allegiance to two-dimensionalism into the same corner (including Evans, Stalnaker, Lewis, Davies & Humberstone, Chalmers, and Jackson). However, when it comes to the major issues at stake in the present volume, such as the theory of reference and the nature of modality, the above list does not come remotely close to designating a homogenous kind. (For example, Stalnaker’s views about reference and modality are much closer to Soames’ than to Chalmers’ or Jackson’s.) There is not much of substance that all two-dimensionists agree on. 

Even further, insofar as the core of ambitious two-dimensionalism has to do with explaining away (at least some of) the Kripke cases via appeal to something like Kaplan’s character/content distinction, then there are grounds for counting Soames’ closest allies among the ambitious two dimensionalists—i.e., not only Kaplan, whose remarks Soames spends most of Chapter 4 re-framing, but also Donnellan and Salmon, whose influential views on the Kripke cases receive no mention whatsoever in the present volume. (Note that Soames himself disputes some of the varieties of Kripke cases, but not on these grounds.) The upshot is that if we take ‘two-dimensionalism’ in a precise and historically accurate sense, it is not clear that the doctrine has any intrinsic connection to descriptivism about reference or conceptualism about modality.



At the end of the day, the strongest part of this volume is a skillful, thorough argument against the ambitious two-dimensionalist attempts to resurrect descriptivism and to identify possibility with conceivability. However, many two-dimensionalist insights of Stalnaker, Evans, and others might survive relatively unscathed.


This brief note cannot begin to do justice to the breadth and depth of Soames’ research. This work should prove to be a great resource for specialists and novices alike.
